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The Disenchantment of the Body and the Birth of the Biopolitics:
Interpreting Foucault’s Three Lectures at the

State University of Rio de Janeiro

Lan Jiang

Abstract: In 1974 Foucault gave three lectures at the State University of Rio de Janeiro in Brazil, all of which
dealt with the historical development and practice of medicine and hospitals. These three lectures dovetailed into The
Birth of Clinical Medicine and Discipline and Punishment at the top, and the 1976 lecture at the College de France,
The Society Must be Defended, which is often seen as a sign of the birth of Foucault’s late conception of the biopolitics.
The lecture at the State University of Rio de Janeiro, right in the middle of bridging the two themes of the expurgation
of the body and the birth of the politics of life, became the object of modern medical knowledge through the body. At
the same time, this period also saw the birth of social medicine, which was based on the concept of holistic health, re-
placing the previous individual—centred health medicine. In Foucault’s view, the birth of social medicine not only
meant that the body became an object of social discipline, but also that under the gaze of the doctor, people’s bodies
became transparent bodies, and the disenchantment of the body made the body an object of capitalist discipline,
which is the prerequisite for modern capitalist production, i. e., the body of the worker becomes a labor force that can
serve capitalist production, and once the body becomes a labor force, the body of the proletariat will inevitably become
the object of capitalist production. Proletarian body is inevitably split into two parts, a body of regulation or an ascetic
body, which is the premise on which the system of capitalist production can be founded, and what is excluded from the
body of regulation is a disused abject life, and the emergence of the abject life represents capitalism’s most extreme
form of life—political governance, and the breaking down of this form of biopolitics necessitates the restoration of the
potential of the body and the re~endowment of the proletarian life—of—form.

Key words: disenchantment of body; biopolitics; Foucault; Rio de Janeiro State University Lectures; western

Marxism
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